Ethos Translatum:  Failures of Self-Characterization in Tacitus’ Annales

In the speeches of Cicero, the orator’s creation of ethos is a key method of persuasion that bolsters both his dignitas and auctoritas (May, Dugan).  Cicero calls the failure to correctly gage the audience and to fashion a compelling persona benivolentia translata (Inv. Rhet. 1.26).  In the Annales, Tacitus recounts how characters such as Tiberius, Germanicus, and Sejanus experience this failure to create the correct oratorical character for their targeted audiences, which leads to unintended and potentially dangerous misreadings.  Scholars such as Martin, O’Gorman, Syme, and Woodman have noted Tacitus’ use of rhetoric and oratory, but the underlying construction of character implicit in speech has received little attention.  In this paper, I examine Tacitus’ portrayal of misconstructions of personal ethos as indicative of dissonance between characters and the realities of empire.  

There are several points in the Annales where a character suffers an “ethical” failure.  At the beginning of the Annales, Tiberius and the senate debate Tiberius’ ascendancy to the principate.  Tiberius refuses the honor, which the senate views as a pretextual farce (1.12-13).  Tacitus has Tiberius reprise this failed debate, with similarly disastrous effects, after the death of Drusus (4.8-9).  Regardless of the “true” reading of Tiberius’ wishes concerning his role as princeps, he and the senate continually misread one other because Tiberius has failed to create the correct ethos.  Tacitus’ Germanicus suffers a similar ethos translatum upon his arrival in Germany, where he attempts to placate the mutinous legions (1.35f).  After unsuccessfully threatening suicide and having his bluff called by one of his own soldiers, Germanicus then attempts to forge letters from Tiberius that are easily recognized as spurious.  Finally, the much discussed letter exchange between Tiberius and Sejanus shows a distinct disconnect between two competing perceptions of character (4.39-40).  Sejanus argues for advancement based on a construction of ethos which recasts him as a simple soldier and amicus principis.  Tiberius counters this image by re-reading his minister against his equestrian background.   

In this paper, I demonstrate how Tacitus uses failures of rhetorical self-characterization to illustrate the necessity of personal re-fashioning in the uncertain and dangerous political environment of the early Empire.  Through ethos translatum, Tacitus reveals the true nature of his characters by highlighting the perils inherent in self-representation in an age of deception.
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